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A N EWCOMERs INTRODUCTION 
TO THE INTERNET 
By Janet Fischer, San Mateo Law Library 
B eing "wired" used to refer to the jangled nerves that come after drink ing that fifth or sixth cup of coffee. 
Now, everyone is expected to be wired-
connected to the Internet, that is. It seems 
that almost everyone has e-mai I, every com-
pany has a Web page, and a growing num-
ber of people are beginning to think that if a 
thing cannot be found on the Web, it is not 
worth knowing. Those who don't use the 
Internet on the job or at school, or who don't 
have someone in their lives to introduce them 
to the intricacies of cyberspace, often find 
themselves at an increasing disadvantage. 
When people discuss the Internet, they smi le 
and nod, but don't rea lly understand what 
it's all about. 
SAN MATEO CouNTY LAw LIBRARY's 
INTERNET CLASS 
To address this problem, the San Mateo 
County Law Library developed a one-hour 
class, "Introduction to the Internet," geared 
toward those who know noth ing or next to 
nothing about the Internet. We offer the class 
once or twice per month, September through 
May. Over 200 judges, attorneys, and lay 
persons have attended this course over the 
past two years. Shortly after beginning the 
class, we were able to offer one unit of con-
tinuing education credit for Law Practice 
Management under the auspices of the San 
Mateo County Bar Association. 
THE INTERNET AND THE WORLD WIDE WEB 
Exactly what .is the Internet and the World 
Wide Web? Although we often use the terms 
interchangeably, they are not the same. The 
Web is, more or less, a series of electronic 
locations (called sites or pages) with infor-
mation on them. These locations are ac-
cessed via the Internet, a system of 
government, university, scientific, commer-
cial, and private computer systems that com-
municate with each other through telephone 
lines, cable, optical fiber, microwave, and 
satellite l inks. In its simplest description, the 
Internet is a global network made up of 
smaller networks, although one commenta-
tor has said, "This is like saying that the space 
shuttle is a thing that flies" .1 The Internet 
allows an individual to communicate with, 
and access information on, many comput-
ers around the world. With a projected 142 
million users this year in over 70 countries 
and over 50 million Web sites available, the 
Internet has become the communication and 
research medium of choice for many people. 
INTERNET PROTOCOL (IP) 
We access information on the Internet using 
a variety of methods called protocols, wh ich 
are standard formats read by the computer. ' 
The Web is only one of several methods, al -
though it is the one most commonly used 
today. Gopher, usenet, telnet, and ftp (fi le 
transfer protocol ) are other methods. We also 
use the Internet to transmit e-mail. Every lo-
cation on the Internet has a unique address, 
called an IP, or Internet Protocol address. 
While computers read numbers, humans 
read language, so we use URLs (Uniform 
Resource Locators), whi ch are text names 
that represent the IP address. When users 
request a site, thei r Internet Service Provider 
(or ISP) converts the URL to the IP address, 
similar to a telephone number, thereby tell-
ing the system where to go. The format of 
the address indicates its protocol; all Web 
addresses begin with http, wh ich stands for 
"hyper-text transfer protocol." 
This gets confusing because software to-
day makes most of this transparent to the user. 
Our browser software does most of the work 
for us. We launch the browser, in most cases 
either Netscape or Internet Explorer, which 
in turn instructs the modem (or other type of 
connection) to connect us to our ISP. When 
we type a Web address in the location bar, 
most of us omit http because the browser 
automatically defaults to the http protocol 
and plugs that in for us. The browser will use 
the other protocols when requested. The 
same software can also provide access to our 
e-mail with a click or two of the mouse. 
DoMAIN NAMES AND WHAT THEY TELL Us 
When you enter an Internet address, the 
computer is told to retrieve specific data from 
a specific server. Web addresses are case 
sensitive and long, because the server needs 
to find an exact match in its database, and 
the text can be almost any length. Most Web 
addresses are very logical, e.g., www.law. 
cornell.edu connects to the Cornell Law 
School Web site. If an organization's address 
is not known, an educated guess can usu-
ally find it. If you want to find the CNN Web 
site, for example, try www.cnn.com. While 
Web addresses are case sensitive and the 
address must be entered exactly as given, 
many organizations buy a variety of permu-
tations of their domain name and link them 
all to their home page. Typing cnn.com, 
CNN.com, www.cnn.com, and www.CNN . 
com, will get you to the same place, although 
to the computer these are actually four di f-
ferent addresses. 
A domain name is the unique name that 
identifies a computer or group of computers 
at a given location. The domain generally 
includes the name of the organization (e.g., 
CNN), and an ending that indicates the type 
of organization, institution, or business that 
sponsors the site. The ending is called the 
top level domain, and the current top level 
domains are: 
.com for commercial organ izations 
.gov for governmental organizations 
.org for generally nonprofit organizations 
.edu for educational institutions 
. mil for military sites 
.net for personal, network, and 
commercial providers 
Besides these, there are also country do-
mains such as .uk for the United Kingdom, .jp 
for Japan, etc. All Web sites must fit into one 
of these top level domains. The domain also 
gives a clue as to the reliability of the site. For 
example, information on travel safety in a par-
ticular country may be more reliable from an 
.edu site than from a .com site. Soon we will 
see additional top level domains, such as .firm, 
.store, .law, and .arts.1 Just as the number of 
telephone area codes have had to be split and 
expanded, so the number of top level domain 
names will need to grow. 
WHAT's ON A WEB Sm? 
A Web site may be very simple, similar to a · 
brochure, with some general information on 
a particular topic, product, or company. Web 
pages can also be quite complex, and along 
with text and graphics can include audio and 
full motion video. What makes a Web page 
un ique are the hypertext links embedded in 
the files . These are the words, phrases, or 
icons that when cl icked on take us to a dif-
ferent page containing more related informa-
tion . The Web has become very popular due 
to the development of user-friendly, graphi-
cal software, allowing nontechnical people 
to navigate it with relative ease, as well as 
the increasing amount of information avail-
able on it. 
The Web keeps us from reinventing the 
wheel. For example, if the local bar associa-
tion has posted the local rules of court on its 
Web site, the court's site need not post it; 
instead, the court's site would simply have a 
link to the site where the information is al-
ready available. 
The Web allows us to access important 
and timely information around the clock 
every day of the week. Increasingly, slip opin-
ions are becoming available on various court 
sites. The full text of United States Supreme 
Court cases, the United States Code, and 
most state codes are available online as wel l. 
Most university libraries have very useful 
Web sites, and are a great place to start a 
legal search. See TechGuide Vol.2 , No. 1, p 
8 (Summer 2000). The federal government is 
in the process of developing a site called 
FirstGov, which w i ll provide access to all 
government documents and legislat ion 
(www.firstgov.gov/ ). Of course, individua ls 
can also create their own Web sites, w ith a 
variety of personal information they think 
everyone should know about them and links 
to favorite sites . 
NAVIGATING THE WEB 
There are many ways to surf the Web. After 
launching your browser, you can type a Web 
address in the location bar, press Enter, and 
wait for the page to come up. Adding Web 
addresses to the Bookmarks in Netscape, or 
Favorites in Internet Explorer, saves time on 
the next visit to cyberspace; instead of typ-
ing in the address again, the user can just 
click on the bookmarked address. The most 
basic navigation simply entails clicking on 
the links that transfer you from one Web page 
to another. 
There are literally millions of Web sites, 
with varying degrees of usefulness. A variety 
of search engines assist users in find ing what 
they need. Th ink of a search engine as a card 
(continued on page 14) 
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(continued from page 73) 
That's why I find the TechGuide so valu-
able. judges are sharing their technology ex-
pertise with their brethren. They are learning 
from each other. I also learned quickly that 
you can make a computer, or a system, do 
what you want it to do. When I encountered 
the "it can't be done" syndrome, my instinct 
was that those who said that were wrong. 
Experience has proved they were. 
judge Chidsey: Many of us, especially those 
from the carbon paper era are reluctant to 
use the available technology. As I've gotten 
braver I have found that the use of technol -
ogy has greatly enhanced both my profes-
sional and personal life. I would encourage 
others to move beyond their fears and anxi -
eties, ask for help, and learn to enjoy the 
benefits of technology. 
As with most new things, there is a learn-
ing curve. The learning curve for most appli-
cations these days, however, is slight. 
Software developers want to make their prod-
ucts as user friendly as possible. Ease of use 
generates sales and that is their common 
goal. This all inures to the benefit of the user. 
Entry level learning courses are available 
through CJER. Most adult education pro-
grams provide a full range of learning op-
portunities. Take the opportunity to expand 
your horizons. You will be really surprised 
how much fun it can actually be. 
TG: Thanks so much for taking the time to 
do this interview. And thanks for all the sup-
port and feedback you 've given us as mem-
bers of the Tech Guide Committee. 
A NEWCOMERs INTRODUCTION 
TO THE INTERNET (cont'd from page 7) 
catalog of the Web. Search engines can be a 
subject-oriented guide, such as Yahoo ! 
(www.yahoo.com) or Findlaw (www.findlaw. 
com), or they can be mechanical, such as 
Alta Vista (www.altavista.com) or Google 
{google.com). A search engine is the best 
place to start when you don't know exactly 
where you want to go on the Web. See 
TechGuide Vol. 1, No.2, p 2 (Fall1999). Also, 
most major law schools have excellent Web 
sites for legal research. 
Another search tip is to change the pref-
erences on the browser so that after logging 
on, the first page that appears is more useful 
than the home page of Netscape or Micro-
soft. Starting at the home page of a legal 
search site such as Findlaw, or Law.com, or 
the site of your favorite law library will fa-
ci l itate your research. 
NoT ALL INFORMATION Is fREE 
Most Web sites give users access to informa-
tion without charge. However, generally or-
ganizations that charge customers for 
information do not distribute it free. Fee-
based sites, such as Loislaw (www.pita.com) 
orVersuslaw (www.versuslaw.com), provide 
access to proprietary material. Lexis and 
Westlaw also provide access to thei r data-
bases on the Web. (using one's own account 
information, of course). Also, keep in mind 
that not everything is on the Internet. For 
example, the online information currently 
available for the Congressional Record and 
Federal Register goes back only to 1994.3 
VALIDITY OF INFORMATION ON THE WEB 
A major problem in doing research on the 
Web is source authority. Anyone can put up 
a Web page. There is no editorial control 
beyond the standards of the site itself. Gen-
erally, sites such as the Government Printing 
Office, other government sites, and the sites 
of major universities are as rel iable as their 
print products. Be wary, however, of using 
cases, statutes, or interpretations from "jack's 
Home Page," or any Web site put up by a 
group with a mission that is not clearly indi-
cated. 
Internet providers continue to refine their 
services, making it easier for nontechnical 
people to "get wired." There's nothing wrong 
with that, but understanding a few of the 
basics of the Internet helps a great deal when 
you find yourself lost in cyberspace. 
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